. ED 226 287
. TITLE Y

NOTE - -
...2.'.. \\.
 PUB.TYPE

. EDRS PRIGE"
DESCRIPTORS .

&

_AUTHOR v

- ‘PUB DATE .°

AN

v

. Echterling, Lennis G.; W
. Stress Management as a P
' Aug 82 1agemeilt as a4
» Americgn Psychological A
. DC, August 23-27, 1982).
~ Information Ana
. Papers (150)

.

" MF01/PCO1 Plus Postage’. -

' Community Action; Disadv

" DOCUMENT RESUME =~

,7"_:
N
ylie}*yatY.Loﬁa:~ -
acifier, " - *

s

ssociat

ahtéged,Ehv&tqﬁment#

CG 016-480

;--llp,;?Phpgt;présahfed atﬂthe’Rnnuil'céﬁvéhfibn.dfpthd? .
ion (90th, Wwashington, .

1ysgs?(070)‘-¥ASpﬁéchés/cénfgtehce

*Economjcally Disadvantaged; *Educationally

- Disadv
Patterns;

taged; *Individual Power; Psyc

3; hologicél"

*Quality of Life; Social Change; Social
;. State of the Art Reviews; *Stress ‘
.Variables - . N ' -
.-*Stress Management

- Problems;: S

. .

- IDENTIFIERS _

 ABSTRACT
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- , ~ While numerous studies have identified economic,
social, and environmental conditions related to stress; greater
stress has been found to be related to poverty, unemployment,
assembly line work, crowding, and chronic exposure to noise. These
stressful situations most frequently confront people with little
personal, .economic, or political resources to eliminate or control
‘them. While stress is identified .as a major psychological and health
hazard, and numerous pjyograms exist to help people reduce stress,
there are.serious problems with the present apprgaches to managing .
jstress. Stress management programs are often designed for, and :
attended by, educated, middle-class participants. For most people
" confronted with the serious stressors of poverty, racigm, and . - A
“environmental pollution,. the typical stress management program is not
only unavailable and inaccessible, but also irrzelevant, . ‘
inappropriate, and ineffective. In addition, current stress
management ptograms-oversimplify<thg'p;oblemS'of stress, support a
 "blame the victim” attitude, and are ultimately-self<defeating
because they ‘encourage a passive atttitude which reinforces
conditions in the system that create.stress. Instead 6f a focus on
. personal adjustment strategies, -empoverment approaches to stress
' management must be encouraged. (PAS). . - - -
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ABSTRACT

\

‘

Stress Management as a ﬁésifier

<.
Studies relating stress to aversive environmental social and economic:

_ condxtions have obvicus 1mplications for community programs and polttlcal

‘ action, but major applxcatians have been at a personal 1eve1 through stress

-

nanagement :echniques.. This paper cririciaes these*misdirected efforts and

_discusses .use of power 1in. distribucing and conrrolling stressors in communities.
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Strese_MeQACGhent as'af?icifier -
'1UStreashand Ita Menagenent : -
. Ta. recent yeare, many studies have identified economic, eocial ‘and environ—v
B mental conditions releted to stress. Greater streee hao been found to be related

to poverty (Dohremwend 1977), unemployment (Catalano ‘and Dooley, 1973) aelembly-

line work[>Caplan, 1975), crowding (D'Atri 1975), chronic expolure to noile (Ittel-
son, Proshansky. Rivlin and Winkel 1974). .and a variety of other physical environq':
‘mental stressors (Sigal, 1980). These etreesful eituationa have the common elements

of avereive etimuli conrronting people with little personal, economic, or political “3
resources cither‘to eliminate or to control theee conditione effectively‘ ‘
The cognitive, affective,»behavioral and phyeiological coneequences of etreee

include poorer academic: performance. lowered intellectual functioning, greater feel—
ings of helpleasness, le s tolerance of froftration, less sensitivity to othere, and

increased social withdrewal (Cohen, 1980) The negative short term and long term 3'

E effects of stress -on physica] health are serious,’ powerful and pervasive (Pelletier‘

L
3]

1977). |
The stress research clearly identifies stress. as a major psychological and

health hazsrd and numerous programs have been deeigned to help people reduce ltreea.

But although the strese research has obvious implicationa for organizational change

.community programs and socia].action, the major applications have been on a pereonai,:.

level thrgugh various cognitiye,’affective, and behavioral stress nanagement tech-

;e niquee J Progressive relaration training (Jacobsen, 1964), meditation (Naranjb'lndﬁ v

i Ornatein, 1971), biofeedback (Peper, Ancoli ind Quinn, 1979). stress inoculation |

v:(Meichenbaum, 1977), autohypnosis and cognitive reetructuring (Field and Olsen,

1980), and diet and exerciseﬂ(Pelletier, 1979) are 1uet a few examplee of thele

pereonal approaches These methode are being promoted in the popular media ae the o

ansvers to the probleme of strees. Many community psychologists and other'helpingj,

A
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professionala are offering'numetous well-attended and frequently lucrative con-

eultatien and education programs on theee techninuee,' -

Criticiems of .Current Sttess Manngement
There are serious,pt;bleme with the present approaches to managing stress.
First, they do not “address the neede of:theee people fneing the most stree;. Second,
they faii to cnme to grips with the eomplexity of the problem of etrese.. Third,
they often supborf a "blame tne victim" attitude. And finnlly, they are ultimetgly
self-~ defeating because they undermine the potential of stress to motivete people
into working for eocia] change. | N
An ohvious limitatiou of many of the qurrent stress :;ﬂ‘;ement progflme ie
‘that they have bgen designed?for, and attended by, eduent d middle clnee%pertici-.
" pants. Becsuse of their ptedoninently niddle class orientation, these etreeevmenege- .
ment programs typicslly do nnt.even COnsider the need of neople for economic rej"
sourcee'tc ueal with stressors. - Instead, they assume thet,onl& peyehologicnl and
interpersonel resqurces are necessary. The‘topics.eovered in theee'progrnms also.
reflect middle clasa values, concerns and prob]ems, such as the pressuree of execu-
tive management positions and the difficulties of business travel. The format of
these programs 1s one similar to that’ of a clessroom (including lectures, reading
materials, exercises and assignments), with which educnted individuals feel f‘pilinr
and comfortabie. Whilc stress management offers an appeeling“produCt for middle
»iclassﬁconsumers,,atteﬁtionhis diverted from the more serious gtressors oftpoverty, -
racisam, and environmental nellutionﬁ |
) To a person confronted with these stressors, the typical stress management
proéram i3 not only unavailable and inaccessible, but it is also irrelevant, in-

sppropriete, and ineffective.

A eecond limitation is that stress management programs oversimplify the problem.

»
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" of stress. The usunl stress management approaches rest on the nilconception thnt'

human beings act in a social and politicnl vacuum. Their intrnplychic intcrprc-

’

" tation of stress does not even begin to address the institutiohn}ized, opprellive -

~and ongoing—stressors that many poor, ninority, female, or working ﬁﬁagigwi:ce on
) : . o o . ' SN '
dsily basis. : =y . o . : ¥

P ) . ‘g&*

The aimplistic view of stress leads to the third limitation of atress mantgf—
nent programs. Their intrapsychic view and their emphasis on tnking peraonnf re-

sponsibility for stress management often support a "blame the victim" attitude.

Whiie their techuiques have more sophisticated sounding titles, ‘such as "cognitive

teqtructuring" and "stress inoculation , the implicit valuel are those of Norman

~

'vVincent Peale s "pusitive thinking”: "the basic reason a perlon fails ‘to livc a
creative and suctessful iife {s because of error within himself" (1956). Approaches
that ignore social_and'environmental_Efrspectives often reinforce the common ten-

: dencs of people to blame themselves when reacting to stress, because the predomi-‘v

nantly intrapsychic perspective leads to definiag stress problems in purely personal

terms.

-

Our final, and major, criticism of stress management techniques is that they

are ultimately self-defeating. The truth of the matter is that instead of offering

neople strategies to reduce soclial, political or environmental stressors, the -popu~- -

lar stress mansgement spproache9~undermine the power of beopie by encouraging a
passive attitudefand emphssizing_peraonnl adjustnent.' cOnsequently,,these progrnms
serve to reinforce the conditions of tHe system that create much of the stress in
the first place The popular stress management approaches are not ‘merely dis-

-
criminatory against the: pVor and oppressed they are also misd1rected Their focus_
18 on personal methods of managing stress by learning to ldjust to, and accept,

aversive conditions. Their emphasis,on personal adjustment has fostered 8 pnnlive,

unquestioning acceptance. of the status quo. Instead of being activated, people are

L3
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1pecified. While their stress menagement eftntsreduce the consequences of stress,
 they divert attention nway from the poesibility of organizationel, community, eocinl
and . political efforts to reduce many of the actuaI Streseore themselves. As Schur
points out in hie annlysis of the awareness movement, "There is much tnlk about |
taking responsibility' for oneself but ‘1ittle gttention to the placing of, reepon-'
§~{1ve end wvhich ve all suetainr

©

(1976 1 194). Until stress management programs begin ‘to addrees these 1ssyes and -

sibilicy for the shape of the society in which w

deal directly with the sense of - powerlessness many atressed people feel, theee

‘programs are not likelyvto ameliorate both the causes and effects of stress.

Stress and Power

.~

It 1s important to understand the issue of power in relation to stress. Societyv
is a broad arena in which groups interplay to maximize their own interests and to
reduce.theirlstressors. of course, the economically and politically powerful groups
' have more resources avai lable to respond to stressors. More importantly, however,

power ie necessary to make -or influence decisions concerning the dfkf”lbution of
~strescors in the organization and community. The more powerful members of a work
organization‘are able to nvoig the hazards, pressures snd monotony of many essential
tasks by delegeting the stressful duties to the less'powerful.‘ At the community and
society levels, many environmental stressors, such as noise, crowding, and air pol- |
lution, are often the byproducts of economic production and . a modern society :Butf’
the powerful groups are ablc to insulate their .own living environments hy restrictingT
many of these stressors to other areas of the community.‘ Thus, the powerful not only
have a greatcr sense of control over the‘strcssors'facing them, they also are able
- frequently to'ayoid stressors entirely.
| Another issue‘regarding stress and power 1is that certain members of a»eociety'
'or community have’vestcd interests in a particular stressor. For example, many

proposals to reduce noise or air pollution pose an economic threat to those people :

7
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-who profit from theae circumstances. In reaction to this threat, they are likely

fto use uhatever political and economic pover they have avsilable to fight ‘these

proposals._‘Consequently, any progtam proposingzthe reduction of social,andvenviron;v'

mental stressors will face some opposition. ‘A . 4 '.v S 'vp L
It is also sadly ironic that the people with the least power face: the most

_ stress, a consequence of which isveven greater feelings ofvpowerlessness. 'Thie

o

situation suggests the possibility that stressors may actually be used by the pover- '

.ful to naintain an% enhance their auperior position. For example, certain job re-.
lated, stressors, such as harrassment, authoritarian supervision, and bureaucratic
Inertia, often foster a sense of resignation among workers and constantly reinforce
their feelings of powcrlessness. Attempts to reduce these stressors may be seen as
strategies to undermine the current system of power and age 1ike1y to be opposed
by those who benefit from the. present circumstances. |
Stress must be seen iu its political and social context in order to reduce 1it.
We must recognize'environmental, economic and political realities 1f we are to be
effective. .Given chaf’Eth\:yresgoék are distrihuted unevenly in ourfsociety, thet
certain memhers of our society have vested interests inithese stressors,‘and that
stressors can be used to maintain power over others, the possibiiity of reducing‘:

+

stress becomes much more complex, cHallenging, and, - perhaps, stressful.
- 4 -

: Recommendations.
~ ] .

Community psychoiogists and other helping1professionals.must expand their
stress management programs to include the advocacy of environmental and social “ -
change, and the promotion of greater 1nvolvement of all organization and community"
‘members in the decisions regarding the equitahle distribution and effective control

of stressoro.

One initial approach is, in addition to informing people of the causes and

U
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, consequenceq of etrese, to put stress in its political economic and institutionll
- context.. We can help people answer such queetions as: "Who - decidee where it will
;'be noisy, who will be overcrowded what will be polluted, and who will be over-
'Aworked?“ "Who profits by these stressors?"' end "ﬂhat inatitutional functionl dov
the consequencea of these stressors e:;§e?“ By elerting people to the political,.
economic end institutional nature of stress,_we avoid eimplistic definitions’ of -
otne problem‘and give people a more realistic perception of the chellenges and-oppoe-
ition they face in redocing stressr | |
| Once people are informed and seneitized to the issues,'we:cen then encourege
- collective strategiee_as well ae.personal'techniqoes to reduce stress. We can |
foster coheeiycness by facilitatingpthe sharing of common grievances regerding‘
-etressots.and_oy pointing out their common intereets.' Such an'epproecn aVoidspthe
tendency of individuals to become enveloped in self-cOncerns' y presenting an
alternative to self4enélosed_and apolitical'perspectives. It also combats their
"tendency to blame themselves because thef begin to realize that etress-releted
problems are not personal ‘but social symptoms, reflecting social ills
We can point out that our goal 1s neither to foster complacency nor to en-
courage only adjustment, but to invite people to participate in collective action
to promote community and social change. This change can best be'achieﬂed:Bydfocused,
'collective eftotévto achleve specific goals. It involves the syetematic collection
iand dlssemination of information about the contronting stressors and their conse--
quences. It requires the development of collective power tlirough common interest
groups, worker unions, communtty action groups, and-political parties.' Its atrete- |
gles include political lobbying, using the media, threatening economic boycotta,
petitioning, presenting class action suits, and organizing labor strikes. Feeling
relaxed may help an individual participate more effectively in this demanding process,
. . _

but it cannot subatitute for these efforts.
S e




Finally, we nustzalso recognize'that the packaging and«commercializing of
stress nanagement programs will undermine collective efforts to reduce strcsl..
Presenting relaxation and adjustment to stressors ss,a Commodity to be purchased

| and consumed by only those who can ‘affort it goea completely contrary to the value
of social responsibility necessary for successful collective action. |

Instead of a focus on personal adjustment strategies, we need to encourage

-lempowerment approaches to dealing with stress. Instead of pasoive acceptance, our

goal must be to enhance active, assertive and.critical perspectives. Instead of

’

: sedating,‘we need to Scnsitize. Instead of reinforcing self—blame in the hOpes of

motivating se]f-thange, we need to present a systcms view of stress in the hopes
: , «

of promoting systems*change.4
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